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Illusions of consensus: New South Wales
stakeholders’ constructions of the identity
of history
Ian Simpson* and Christine Halse
University of Western Sydney, NSW, Australia
This article analyses the relationships between the perspectives of stakeholders involved in the
development of the 1998 New South Wales Stages 4–5 history syllabus. It examined four key issues
that emerged in the debates about history education during the review and found that stakeholders’
views diverged significantly on three of these issues. While loose coalitions formed around particular
issues, stakeholders provided different rationales for their positions, and coalitions re-formed on
other debates. The analysis highlights the divergence between stakeholders and between the
Commonwealth and state governments and stakeholders on the desirable content and goals of
history education. The findings indicate that consultation might not produce consensus, and that
even the appearance of consensus can be grounded in substantively and philosophically different
premises. In practical terms, the findings suggest that if the purpose of consultation as a method of
curriculum development is to produce a syllabus that reflects the diverse perspectives held by
stakeholders, then the syllabus structure needs to make provision for content options as well as
common core areas of study.
Keywords: History; New South Wales; Qualitative research; Secondary schooling;
Syllabus design
Introduction
Recent experience of the development of the secondary history syllabus in England,
Wales, the United States and Australia has been marked by a tension between the
intent of political leaders to manage and centralize the curriculum development
process to prescribe content and increase accountability of educational outcomes to
their constituents, and a readiness to encourage alternative perspectives by consulting
key academic, education, bureaucratic and community stakeholders (Halse et al.,
1998). Given the power of school history to determine questions of national identity,
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culture and citizenship, debates about the nature and purpose of the history
curriculum have been informed by a range of political, cultural and social priorities,
as well as by arguments about the identity of school history. For instance, Elmore and
Sykes (1992) demonstrated how different perspectives on cultural identity informed
arguments about the history curriculum in the United States during the 1980s, when
stakeholder groups who cast themselves as the guardians of the western cultural
heritage were largely successful in determining syllabus content. Phillips (1998)
highlighted the political context of the development of the Education Reform Act in
Britain, whereby Kenneth Baker, the Thatcher Conservative government’s Secretary
of State for Education, implemented consultation as part of a political strategy with
the intent of ending the control previously enjoyed by teachers over curriculum
content. Consultation continued when John Major replaced Margaret Thatcher as
Prime Minister. Nevertheless, while stakeholders have been important players in
broader debates, consultation has also provided the space and opportunity for
stakeholders to express their different philosophical orientations and perspectives on
history and history education. The case of the 1998 New South Wales history syllabus
review illustrates how stakeholders’ different conceptualizations of history became the
underlying dilemma in syllabus development.
This article reports on part of a larger qualitative study that examined the
constructions of history and history education by community and education
stakeholders who participated in the consultation conducted by the New South
Wales Board of Studies (BOS) during the review and revision of the 1998 history
Stages 4–5 syllabus for the compulsory years of secondary schooling (Years 7–10).
The BOS is the statutory authority established by the state government in 1990 with
responsibility for curriculum development.
The development of the 1998 history Stages 4–5 syllabus was a significant
departure from previous practice in syllabus design in New South Wales because it
was mediated by the broader political and policy agendas of the time. The history
syllabus review was initiated in 1998 by a Labour government that had adopted a
managerial approach to educational reform and announced its intention to
intervene in curriculum development (Carr, 1995, 1996; Aquilina, 1997).
Reflecting the importance of school history to the project of nation-building in
Australia during the 1990s, the New South Wales government had expressed strong
views on realigning the focus of history teaching and learning from skills’
development to the acquisition of factual content about the nation’s progress and
achievements (Carr, 1995, 1996; Aquilina, 1997). During the second reading of the
Education Reform Amendment Bill in 1997, the New South Wales Minister for
Education and Training, John Aquilina, emphasized the government’s desire to
reform secondary school history. Aquilina argued that the government’s proposed
reforms to the history syllabus in Stages 4 and 5 would help students gain a clearer
understanding of what it meant to be an Australian. Consequently, stakeholders’
perspectives on key aspects of the Stages 4 and 5 history curriculum also shed light
on the views of Australian national identity held by influential educational groups in
New South Wales.
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At the same time, the New South Wales government had committed to a consultative
process of syllabus development and approached major stakeholder groups with a record
of interest and involvement in the history curriculum for their views on and comments
about the new history syllabus. The point of consultation was essentially political in that
the government’s interest lay in involving important stakeholders in a participatory
process of syllabus development with a view to achieving consensus about and acceptance
of the history syllabus resulting from the review process. Given the contentious nature of
history and the various positions and political perspectives of stakeholders, a variety of
ideologies and political positions were represented in the consultation process.
The research reported in this article details the views of stakeholders who
participated in the 1998 review of the New South Wales history syllabus. It reports on
key areas of curriculum debate during the consultation and explores the relationships
between these perspectives. The analysis provides an insight into the realities and
efficacy of consultation as a strategy for achieving consensus about the design and
content of a history syllabus.
Background
The political context
History had always been used in Australia as the vehicle for instilling a sense of
patriotism and national destiny, but the role of history in the construction of national
identity assumed particular prominence during the 1990s (Davison, 2000). Prime
Ministers Keating (1991–95) and Howard (1995 to present) both invoked history’s
authority to infuse their political rhetoric, while historians such as Henry Reynolds
(1998, 1999, 2000) and Geoffrey Blainey (2001) drew on their historical expertise to
make frequent excursions into the public arenas of culture and politics.
While intellectual and political figures deployed history for particular purposes,
research during the 1990s suggested that history was being ignored by younger
Australians. The symptoms of the perceived crisis were detailed in a report entitled
‘Whereas the people . . .’: Civics and citizenship education produced by the Civics Expert
Group (1994) appointed by Prime Minister Keating. Research conducted by the Civics
Expert Group found that school students had low levels of awareness of their rights and
responsibilities as citizens and lacked knowledge about what the group regarded as the
important stories of Australia’s past. The report recommended, among other things,
that history become the primary vehicle in schools for addressing the perceived deficit in
knowledge about both Australian history and civics and citizenship.
The release of the report of a national enquiry into the teaching of history in
Australian schools, The future of the past (Taylor, 2000), appeared to confirm the
existence of a crisis in history education. The report detailed: a national fall in the
number of students engaged in history courses; the increasing popularity of
vocationally oriented subjects such as business studies and computer studies; and
the merging of history in many states and territories into social studies subjects
grouped within the Studies of Society and its Environment (SOSE) Key Learning
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Area (KLA). The reports of the Civics Expert Group and the national enquiry into
history teaching provided the rationale for the Commonwealth government to involve
itself in the design of the school history curriculum to assert its interpretations of the
past and objectives related to national identity, culture and citizenship, even though
constitutional responsibility for school curriculum and design lay with the states and
territories. Dr David Kemp, Commonwealth Minister for Education, Employment
and Training, explained the government’s rationale in this way:
A knowledge of a country’s history is important, first of all to its national identity. It is
important to Australians in the sense of who they are, where they have come from and why
the society does what it does. Unless you understand that, it is very hard to successfully
mark out where we should be going in the future. (Cited in Baird & Jackson, 1999)
Within the national context, New South Wales represented an atypical case because
history had maintained its status in the school curriculum as a discrete subject. This
identity was confirmed with the inclusion of history as part of the core curriculum
(1992), and by the 1997 Education Reform Act. The core curriculum mandated the
study of 100 hours of history in both Stage 4 (Years 7–8) and Stage 5 (Years 9–10)
during the first four years of secondary school. The secondary curriculum (Stages 4–6
or Years 7–12) in New South Wales continued to be organized in subjects that
roughly corresponded with their underlying disciplines, and each subject had its own
syllabus that described what students were expected to learn in terms of aims,
outcomes, content and assessment requirements. As Halse et al. (1997) observed, the
1992 initiative provided a sanctuary for history as a discrete discipline by entrenching
discipline differentiation within the Human Society and its Environment (HSIE)
KLA, as SOSE was known in New South Wales.
The maintenance of history as a distinct, discipline-based subject in New South
Wales was the result of a combination of factors including a tradition of history as a
separate subject; the effective campaign of key stakeholder groups, particularly the
New South Wales History Teachers’ Association (HTA); and a long record of
interest in history education by a series of state Ministers for Education on both the
labour and conservative side of politics. According to Taylor (2000), the Labour
premier, Bob Carr (1996–2005), a history graduate and self-professed ‘Education
Premier’, was also influential in maintaining a distinct profile for history in schools.
Nevertheless, New South Wales governments during the 1990s echoed the
Commonwealth’s view that school history had a role in consolidating a particular
view of citizenship underpinned by what it identified as a set of common values.
In 1997, the New South Wales Minister for Education and Training, John Aquilina,
outlining the government’s proposed reforms to the Stages 4 and 5 history syllabus,
argued that the aim of history education was to help students to
gain a clearer understanding of what it means to be an Australian. It will also help our
young people to develop a sense of community spirit and a clear appreciation of their
rights and obligations as adult citizens . . . [the reforms would] prepare our young people
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to be full and active citizens and to help them appreciate the unique qualities of the
Australian nation . . . it is our common citizenship which binds us together as a single
nation. Our unique identity as a nation depends crucially on the diverse backgrounds of
our people. (Aquilina, 1997)
While this political context set the stage for the 1998 review of the history syllabus, the
outcome of the review radically transformed secondary history in New South Wales.
History was confirmed as a mandatory subject for all secondary students in the
compulsory years of schooling (Stages 4 and 5 or Years 7–10), Australian history since
1901 became the compulsory core for study in Stage 5; civics and citizenship
education was included as a mandatory component; and a common public
examination at the end of Stage 5 (Year 10) was introduced to assess student
learning, along with other core subjects: English, mathematics, science and geography.
The consultation process
Arguments about the nature of historical knowledge had become important during
the 1998 revision of the syllabus for two reasons. First, the Education Reform Act
(1997) had made history mandatory for all students in the compulsory years of
secondary school. Second, the BOS, the statutory body responsible for syllabus
development, had invited stakeholders to present their perspectives on the identity of
history and history education and to have input into the construction of the New
South Wales secondary syllabus. In a climate of public statements and state and
Commonwealth intervention in curriculum decision-making, the question of what
kind of history would be taught became crucially important. The debate about the
conceptualization of history by historians, educators and other stakeholders became
the contentious issue during the syllabus review.
The consultation process was conducted by the BOS which approached groups
that had a long-standing history of involvement in history education in New South
Wales and had contributed to the 1992 review of the syllabus (see Table 1).
Reflecting the pluralist and multicultural nature of society in New South Wales, these
stakeholders included academic historians, bureaucrats, representatives of govern-
ment and Anglican, Catholic and independent church school systems, and Aboriginal
community groups. The BOS sent draft copies of a Writing Brief (a document
outlining the broad directions established for the syllabus review) and a draft of the
proposed syllabus to these groups for discussion and feedback. Stakeholders’
representatives were involved in a series of one-on-one discussions with BOS officers
and in public forums, and presented written submissions that outlined their
conceptualizations of history and responses to the draft syllabus.
Exploring stakeholders’ constructions of history
Data collection for the current study comprised two components: interviews with
representatives of stakeholders involved in the 1998 syllabus review; and submissions
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made by stakeholders to the BOS in 1998. While aware that views might change over
time, the main intent of the research was not to explore whether stakeholders’ views
had changed since 1998, or to examine the impact of the new syllabus on teachers,
Table 1. Stakeholder groups who participated in the current study
Stakeholder group Description
Aboriginal Education Consultative Group
(AECG)
A community-based body with a central
committee and eighteen regional
committees in New South Wales. Advises
the Minister for Education and Training
on matters concerning Aboriginal
education and training, and represented
Aboriginal perspectives during the 1998
consultation
Anglican Education Commission (AEC) Represents the educational concerns of the
Anglican Diocese of Sydney
Association of Heads of Independent Schools
of Australia (AHISA)
Professional association for principals of
independent and private schools
Catholic Education Office, Sydney (CEO) Responsible for the operation and
management of 151 parish and regional
high schools in the Archdiocese of Sydney
Curriculum Support Directorate, NSW
Department of Education and Training
(DET)
Supports implementation of curriculum in
NSW and provides materials and
professional development
Equity Review Group (ERG), Office of the
Board of Studies
Informal group of representatives from BOS
units that evaluated draft syllabuses to
determine the extent to which they were
inclusive of the needs of all students and
reflected a broad variety of perspectives
relating to equity, gender and culture
Federation of Parents’ and Citizens’
Associations of NSW (P & C)
Represents parents’ associations in all NSW
government schools
Academic historians Academic 1, Macquarie University/
Academic 2, University of New South Wales
New South Wales History Teachers’
Association (HTA)
Professional association of history teachers in
NSW with approximately 1000 members.
Conducts in-service training, produces a
professional journal, Teaching History, and
has representation on the BOS History
Curriculum Committee and the History
Council of NSW
New South Wales Teachers’
Federation (NSWTF)
Industrial organization representing teachers
employed in government schools in NSW.
Represented on the BOS History
Curriculum Committee
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students, classroom practice or schools. These issues have been addressed in other
forums (e.g. Harris, 2003; Simpson & Halse, forthcoming). Rather, the 1998
syllabus review constituted a convenient as well as educationally and politically
important focus for considering stakeholders’ conceptualizations of the identity of
history and of history education. The stakeholders were invited to participate as
representatives of their organization and to address the interview questions in this
capacity. Given these terms, participants generally identified when their personal
perspective differed from that of their organization and the data analysis was adjusted
accordingly. The exceptions to this rule were the two academic participants who
represented individual scholarly perspectives rather than the views of a particular
organization.
Based on an extensive literature review of constructions of history and history
education, a draft set of interview questions was developed, piloted with a sample of
senior teachers, and then refined to ensure clarity and coherence. The resulting
interview schedule comprised three focus questions related to the three components
identified through the literature review as central to the identity of history: product
(knowledge or factual content); process (historical skills or method); and purpose (the
intent of history). The three interview questions were framed in terms of soliciting the
perspectives of the stakeholders’ organizations, and comprised:
. What content should students in NSW schools be taught in Years 7–10 history?
. Which is more important, learning content or developing skills? Why? What
balance should there be between them?
. What role should history have for the individual and the wider society? Why?
Stakeholders were interviewed between June and September 2000. Interviews were
recorded and transcribed, and transcripts were sent to participants for checking and
correction. Only one participant made any additional comments or corrections to
their transcribed interview.
The analysis of the data was inductive, interpretive and informed by the
principles of grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Grounded theory analysis
involved a process of open coding based on the data, then a second stage of
interpretive coding, involving consolidation and reduction of categories. Four key
issues emerged from the analysis as essential components in stakeholders’
constructions of history and history education, namely: the relationship between
fact and opinion; whether factual knowledge should be organized as core content or
elective options; the appropriate balance between teaching knowledge and skills;
and whether the purpose of history education was to develop individual and/or
national identity.
To investigate the relationship between stakeholders’ views, a comparison was
undertaken of perspectives on each of the four key issues outlined above. To ensure
analytical rigour, this analysis was cross-checked and verified against stakeholders’
submissions to the BOS and field notes conducted during the interviews. These
methods made it possible to describe different stakeholders’ positions on each of the
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four key issues; to identify how positions clustered; and to analyse the relationship of
clusters to each other.
Following Miles and Huberman (1994), scatterplots were used to map the
relationship between stakeholders on each issue. They described scatterplots as
figures that display data from all cases on two or more dimensions of interest that you
think are related to each other. Data from cases are scaled carefully, and the cases
positioned in the space formed by respective ‘axes’, so that similarities and contrasts
between the cases can be seen. The principle is bivariate (or multivariate) analysis of
relationships in coordinate-defined space. (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 197)
A scatterplot is a tool for analysing and communicating the relationship between
different cases. A scatterplot comprises two axes representing bi-polar positions on
particular binary oppositions. The analysis for the current study identified four key
oppositions: fact/interpretation; core/electives; knowledge/skills; and the development
of person/national identity. While axes represent binaries, the scatterplot framework
allowed for stakeholders’ positions to be scaled and plotted in relation to the axes and
to identify the relationship between views of different stakeholders. As such,
scatterplots offered a useful analytical framework and visual technique for reporting
different stakeholders’ perspectives on key issues of contention during the 1998
review of the history syllabus.
How stakeholders conceptualized history
Stakeholders views about ‘fact’ versus ‘interpretation’
The literature review identified a positivist tradition among historians that privileged
‘facts’ and maintained that the ‘truth’ of the past could be transparently revealed
through the meticulous mining of the historical sources. The alternative perspective
placed a greater emphasis on interpretation, maintaining that what came to be
accepted as historical truth was socially, culturally and/or politically constructed,
and could not be dislocated from the intervention and interpretation of the
historian. The relationship between stakeholders’ perspectives on the relative
importance of facts versus interpretation reflected their construction of historical
knowledge and the nature of truth, and constituted the axes for the first scatterplot
(see Figure 1).
As illustrated in Figure 1, the Department of Education and Training (DET) and
the Equity Review Group (ERG) were clustered in the upper left quadrant, indicating
that these groups attached a higher priority to factual knowledge compared to the
interpretation of historical data. One Sydney history academic involved in the BOS
consultation also placed a high priority on ‘facts’, in keeping with her view that
historians should ‘get it right, or more nearly right’. The representative of the
Catholic Education Office (CEO) acknowledged the importance of factual knowledge
but stated that the official position of the CEO was also to place a high priority on
students’ capacity to interpret the past.
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The broad consensus that factual knowledge was superordinate to interpretation
obscures the point that stakeholders expressed different rationales for their positions.
For instance, the DET presented two arguments to explain the priority it gave to
factual knowledge. The first argument drew on notions of adolescent development
that acquiring factual knowledge was more developmentally appropriate than enquiry
skills for students in Stages 4 and 5. The second was a social argument that the
community and government expected school students to learn the important stories
of their society’s past. In contrast, the ERG took a social justice position by arguing
that it placed a priority on acquiring important factual knowledge about Australia’s
history because this would empower disadvantaged groups and help achieve greater
social equity.
A second group of responses, clustered at the high end of the interpretation axis,
emphasized the importance of historical interpretation. Members of this group
comprised practitioners and representatives of school systems and community groups
whose views tended to be mediated by pedagogical issues. For example, these
Figure 1. Relationship between different views on historical fact and interpretation
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stakeholders argued that an emphasis on interpretation facilitated student-centred
enquiry learning in the classroom and also reflected a view of the identity of history as
a process of learning. This view of history reflected the influence of the British
Schools’ Council History Project on the New South Wales history curriculum during
the 1970s and 1980s that was supported by the New South Wales History Teachers’
Association, and characterized the Years 7–10 versions of the history syllabus
produced in 1982 and 1992.
Stakeholders’ views about a ‘core’ versus ‘electives’
Stakeholders’ views diverged about the essential factual knowledge that New South
Wales secondary school students should learn in history. At one end of the spectrum
some argued that there was a particular body of factual knowledge about Australian
history that ought to be mandated and made a core part of the school curriculum. At
the other end of the spectrum were those who preferred a syllabus that included
options and encouraged teachers to select topics according to the interests and
abilities of their students. Stakeholder positions (see Figure 2) were plotted as
described for Figure 1.
As Figure 2 illustrates, a group of participants’ responses (DET, ERG and one of
the Sydney history academics, Academic 1) clustered in the upper left quadrant,
indicating that these three stakeholders emphasized the importance of a core of
factual knowledge and gave a low priority to the inclusion of options. The interview
data illuminated that members of this group had different reasons for supporting a
core and different views about its composition. The DET invoked notions of cultural
literacy to support the argument for a core. In contrast, the ERG contended that
studying a specified body of historical knowledge would help students develop a sense
of equity and social justice. The academic supported the concept of a core because
she was concerned that a syllabus based on options gave teachers too much licence,
echoing a concern voiced by the DET that the quality of history teaching in schools
was ‘uneven’. The academic’s position was also informed by her background as an
historian and held a professional view that there was a body of information that
students should learn. Nevertheless, she acknowledged that while historians could
argue that school students needed to learn an identifiable body of material, this
position had to be qualified by the realities of differing school contexts and students’
different abilities. This academic’s position was therefore a complex one and different
from that of other stakeholders who placed a high priority on including a core of
factual knowledge in the syllabus.
Each of the three stakeholders advocating some form of core also argued that
historians had the ability to discover the truth of the past and to demonstrate the
validity of historical conclusions. However, other stakeholders who argued that
historians could accurately re-create the past also maintained that any proposed core
in the syllabus should be balanced by a series of content options for teachers. For
instance, the second history academic argued that it was desirable for students to
learn a core of factual knowledge, but that contemporary political and social issues
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should determine the composition of the core and that carefully structured options
should also be built into the syllabus. The Association of Heads of Independent
Schools of Australia (AHISA) argued that although the validity of historical
conclusions could be tested and proved to a satisfactory level, our understanding
of what was important, relevant and interesting in the past had changed and that there
was no canon of essential historical knowledge accepted either by historians or the
community. According to the AHISA, the cultural literacy argument advocated by
the DET as a rationale for a compulsory core was a flawed view of history that
equated historical knowledge with facts and imposed a specified body of events, dates
and personalities on students. The Anglican Education Commission (AEC) also
supported the view that the Stages 4–5 syllabus should be built around options.
While the above analysis indicates a correlation between stakeholders’ conceptions
of history and their views on the core/elective debate, it would be inaccurate to
interpret this as a causal relationship. As the case of the first academic outlined
previously illustrated, the apparent consensus between stakeholders who maintained
Figure 2. Relationship between different views on a core of knowledge and elective options
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that history could assert and justify truth-claims appeared to fracture when they
reflected on how this conception of history might be realized in a school syllabus.
Stakeholders’ views about ‘knowledge’ versus ‘skills’
The third issue examined was stakeholders’ perspectives on historical knowledge and
skills (see Figure 3). Stakeholders agreed that the development of historical skills was
inseparable from the teaching of knowledge, and these were variously described as:
integrated; inseparable; equally important; intertwined; and interlinked. When
participants explained how the integration of knowledge and skills could be achieved,
the apparent consensus fractured, revealing diverse views about the appropriate
balance between knowledge and skills, with competing and sometimes contradictory
rationales for different positions, in much the same way as was evident in the debate
about historical truth and essential knowledge.
As the clustering of responses reveals, there was a striking diversity of views among
stakeholders. The DET and the ERG (upper left quadrant) emphasized the
Figure 3. Relationship between different views on knowledge and skills
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importance of factual knowledge but gave a low priority to skills. The views of these
two stakeholders were in agreement, as was the case in relation to historical knowledge
and the importance of a core, but they had different rationales for their positions.
Positioned in the lower right quadrant, placing a low priority on knowledge but a
high priority on skills, were the Aboriginal Education Consultative Group (AECG)
and the Parents’ and Citizens’ Association of New South Wales (P&C). The HTA
was unusual in this group because it gave a high priority to skills but also emphasized
the importance of factual knowledge. These three stakeholders rationalized their
position with a range of arguments: that an emphasis on skills was more likely to
appeal to the preferred learning styles of the majority of students and was supported
by teachers; that skills provided students with the ability to think critically which was
essential in modern society and empowered them. In summary, there were different
theoretical principles underpinning the positions of stakeholders within this group.
The P&C and the HTA both defined history in terms of a process of learning and
strongly advocated a skills-based view of the history curriculum and of pedagogy. The
AECG’s position, however, reflected a student-centred perspective on learning rather
than a view about the identity of history. The AECG argued that students learned
more effectively when the focus was on skills development than on the acquisition of
factual knowledge, and that the syllabus should be structured accordingly.
Grouped at the intersection of the two axes were the responses of other stakeholders
who gave equal importance to knowledge and skills, including one academic
(Academic 2), the New South Wales Teachers Federation (NSWTF), the Anglican
Education Commission (AEC), and the Association of Heads of Independent Schools
of Australia (AHISA). This group of stakeholders maintained that students should be
taught a core of essential material while also being exposed to the skills of the
discipline. In other words, this position was consistent with a view about the mutuality
of product and process in the discipline of history and in school history.
Stakeholders’ views about the development of ‘personal’ versus ‘national’ identity
The debate about whether the purpose of history was to encourage personal and/or
national identity was the fourth issue analysed, using the binaries of personal and
national identity as the descriptors for the scatterplot axes (see Figure 4).
As Figure 4 illustrates, there was strongest agreement between stakeholders on this
issue, with most stakeholders envisaging a syllabus that embraced both interpretations
of identity. However, the DET’s position was different because it emphasized the
importance of developing a sense of national identity, reflecting its priority that
history education in schools should serve the social and cultural needs of the state.
The ERG, whose position on the other three issues was similar to that of the DET,
gave priority to the argument that history education had the capacity to help students
clarify their sense of personal identity. Close analysis of the interview data revealed
that other stakeholders attached equal importance to the role of history for meaning-
making in individual lives, to exploring issues of cultural diversity, and to connecting
individuals with the culture in which they lived.
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Conclusion
While an implicit aim of the 1998 syllabus consultation process was to achieve
stakeholder agreement about the revised history syllabus, a closer analysis of the
pattern of stakeholders’ perspectives reveals that the consensus was more a matter of
illusion than substance. Groups of stakeholders formed loose coalitions on particular
issues, but alliances changed according to the issue of debate and formed new clusters
with different constituents. Moreover, stakeholders often held different rationales for
aligning with particular positions that were based on different views about the identity
of history and the purpose of history education in New South Wales secondary
schools.
In contrast to the bounded notions about the identity and purpose of school history
articulated by Commonwealth and state governments through reviews and public
statements, the findings reported in the current article reveal that stakeholders held
Figure 4. Relationship between different views on individual and national identity
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multiple and sometimes contradictory views about the history syllabus. Notably, the
analysis indicated that the stance of the Commonwealth and state governments on the
desirable content and goals of history education did not necessarily reflect a common
and agreed position held by key community stakeholders participating in the syllabus
review. The stance of the DET highlighted the divergence between political and
community perspectives and priorities. As the government agency with responsibility
for curriculum implementation, the position of the DET generally reflected the
political goal that the 1998 syllabus review should result in a curriculum about ‘what
it means to be an Australian’ (Aquilina, 1997), in contrast to the broader agendas
articulated by other stakeholders.
The finding that the syllabus consultation process employed by the BOS in 1998
did not produce unanimous agreement among stakeholders or between government
and stakeholders about history education has practical implications in terms of future
curriculum development policy and processes. If the government and the BOS
continue to require the use of a consultation process for the development of the
history syllabus, it should be recognized that consultation might not necessarily result
in consensus, and even when there appears to be consensus its sustainability is
questionable when views are based on substantively and philosophically different
premises. Given these circumstances, if the agenda is to produce a history syllabus
that genuinely reflects the diverse perspectives held by stakeholders, then it suggests
the need for a syllabus structure that provides content options as well as common core
areas of study.
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